both illuminates and signifies his electric precision, as does the searing electronic score by Tangerine Dream. His acute purpose is translated perfectly into the economy of his posture as he searches for a specific set of diamonds, discarding all superfluous booty. He seems almost electrically fused to his environment, ready to explode into the universe in a paroxysm of action.
Three-quarters of the way through the film, this explosion takes place. Frank, at odds with both social and criminal institutions that are equally corrupt, sets about dismantling both his domestic and professional life. The syndicate has taken issue with his decision to leave the criminal pathhe dreams of halcyon escape with wife Jessie (Tuesday Weld) (the 'one last score' cliché of the crime film) -and in a particularly brutal sequence Frank's partner Barry (James Belushi) is murdered and dumped in a vat of chemical waste by Leo and his cronies.
In one of the most striking sequences in the film, Frank literally dissembles the life he worked so assiduously to create -the dream of the house in the Chicago suburbs, the wife, and the kid, as represented in the prison-made collage which he carries with him, a kind of pinboard of his dreams. He has striven towards the materialization of this American dream through, as he says to Leo, "the yield of [his] labor", and now sets about destroying it with equally unyielding pragmatism. He commands Jessie to leave his life as violently as he commanded her to enter it.
"So that's it?" she says, "you just dismantle it and pack it away?" He blows up his house, his bar, and his used car lot. He crumples his collage and tosses it into the street.
His dream has been destroyed because of his refusal to submit to Leo and his tyrannical organization, and once the foundation of this dream, his liberty, is threatened, he sets about decimating all of its elements. And now that his homestead has been razed to the ground, he avenges his loss, stalking and murdering Leo and his goons in a bloody action sequence before stumbling away, alone, into the Chicago suburbs, and into the night.
It is a narrative with which American and global cinema audiences are thoroughly familiar, dating back at least as far as Raoul Walsh's High Sierra (1941) . Mann moves his film beyond cliché by exaggerating Frank's characteristics to an astonishing degree, destabilizing and challenging the notion of hero and compelling the viewer to question Frank's violent impulses.
Thief ends with the disenchantment of its hero -and the annihilation of his dream, his vision of domestic contentment and containment. His subsequent annihilation of Leo's organization and his exit away from the suburban (as camera cranes up and over) are, indeed, both product and symbol of his disenchantment with this (American) dream.
And yet, his failure to realize this dream simultaneously signifies a kind of re-enchantment, albeit via a negative potential, through his apotheosis as, once again, nomadic hero, and his retreat, once again, from the domestic and the civilized. Frank has returned to the zero point, the tabula rasa. He has eradicated his professional and personal history, and this marks a point of departure that enables a new origin. He walks away from history to construct himself anew -to create a new collage, perhaps -recalling Ethan Edwards (John Wayne) walking away from the homestead (and a life of domestic stasis) at the end of John Ford's The Searchers (1956) .
This dream of domestic happiness, within Mann's formulation of heroism (and myriad other American action narratives), necessarily encodes its own dissolution. The narrative achieves a state of resolution through the hero's irresolution, deracination and departure. Frank appears nowhere more activated, inspired, than in his destruction of the sites and sources upon which his domestic dream has been built. There is a gloriously visceral energy to the sequence as he destroys home and business; the viewer is (perhaps perversely) thrilled by the slow-motion destruction of the suburban, the "ordinary". Frank's fundamental impulse, it seems, moves towards disenchantment with and retreat from the domestic and the civilized. The end of the narrative becomes a point of departure away from the domestic, and Frank's status as hero is fully realized through his disavowal of domestic potential.
Cultural historian Richard Slotkin discusses dissatisfaction as a trope and product of the myth of the frontier in Gunfighter Nation (developing his thesis from the earlier Regeneration through Violence). The Frontier Myth, Slotkin argues, is characterized by three movements: separation, regression and conflict. The American frontier experience marks a separation of the American subject from the European "metropolis" in the genesis myths of America, which is transformed in the nineteenth century into the separation of the individual from the colonies themselves, from "civilized" America, thus marking the expansion of the frontier. This separation entails regression, a return to the wilderness and an embrace of primal urges and instincts, which precipitates purgative conflict. The antagonists in this mythological structure are, Slotkin argues, the displaced Native Americans and, by extension, the natural order:
To establish a colony or settlement, the Europeans had to struggle against an unfamiliar natural environment and against the non-European, non-White native for whom the wilderness was home. Violence is central to both the historical development of the Frontier and its mythic representation. (Slotkin "Regeneration" 11) The American subject emerges from the violent struggle regenerated, purified of the baseness of both the civilized and the savage, in this paradigm of "regeneration through violence". "The processes of American development in the colonies," Slotkin writes, "were linked from the beginning to a historical narrative in which repeated cycles of separation and regression were necessary preludes to an improvement in life and fortune" (Slotkin "Regeneration" 11) . The status of the American protagonist in the frontier narrative, then, becomes contingent upon his propensity for, and perpetuity of, movement. Both Lisa Purse (5) and Eric Lichtenfeld (2-3) recall Slotkin's paradigm in their discussion of American action cinema. 3 The narratives of action films, according to Lichtenfeld's reading of "regeneration through violence", are marked by the restoration of social and moral order through the violent actions of the hero -the triumphant celebration of American violence against the Other -and function as a kind of conservative affirmation of the status quo (Lichtenfeld 61 ). The hero is acutely moral, and he (or occasionally she) may engage in violent acts, but always for the (perceived) benefit of the society at large. 4 Slotkin's paradigm is, certainly, valuable as a way of understanding both the narrativization and historical experience of the frontier. But it is less useful as a paradigm for interpreting action cinema. Slotkin's notion of regeneration is infused with a tone of optimistic triumphalism that is fundamentally negated by the extremely bleak affect of many of the films about which Lichtenfeld writes. 5 There is, in fact, a counterimpulse in American action narratives towards deracination, disorder and apocalypse (in the negative rather than revelatory sense), which one might call "action without regeneration." 6 This is action without any ultimate outcome, action that does not restore social order -in fact, the hero is often confronted with the absolute meaninglessness of his or her victory. In the "action without regeneration" narrative, the action hero is derived from a relationship to action itself rather than the outcome (moral, political, etc.) of that action, even if acts of anti-social violence explicitly ambiguate the hero's status in the eyes of the viewer. Angeles assumes a quality of perpetual motion in Mann's film 16 that recalls Baudrillard's description of the city's freeways: "Pure, statistical energy, a ritual being acted out -the regularity of the flows cancels out individual destinations" (54). This circuitous motilityendlessly repeating circuits and networks of motion going nowhere -destabilizes the coherent and integrated spatial perception of the viewer; the film restlessly switches between disparate locations, making it exceedingly difficult for the viewer to perceive either origin or destination. 17 Mann shifts from neon-lit freeway to abandoned drive-in cinema to house by the sea, and the city assumes a quality of perpetual mobility, an almost surreal intangibility. 18 Los Angeles, in Mann's vision, seems to render unified perception impossible, recalling Murphet's argument that "The greatest difficulty in coming to terms with Los Angeles will always be not seeing it as such; not for a lack of representations of it, but because of their contradictory plenitude" (8).
Mann, indeed, is acutely aware of LA as a kind of Virilian "vision machine," 19 as a city created a priori of historical exigency. The stylization of his images, and his re-fashioning of common LA sites in terms of the dictates of modernist art, as Feeney argues (100), along with his use of locations that seem to hark back to earlier interpretations of the modern image (the drive-in theatre, the diner, et al.) are evidence of a particular mode of envisioning that refutes historicism and its associated enabling of stable and discrete subjectivities, in favor of a fluid, decentered contemporaneity that privileges surface style over cultural and historical depth. There is a certain nostalgic aura to Mann's vision of LA (and genre), but it is a nostalgia that recognizes its own never-was with a critical consciousness that resists interpretation through Jameson's model of nostalgia as an effect in postmodern cinematic aesthetics . 20 Mann's nostalgia, as Christopher Sharrett argues, in "Michael Mann: Elegies on the Post-Industrial Landscape", is self-critical and self-evaluative: "Mann's nostalgic sense of the male subject is mitigated by his questioning of the demarcation of Self and Other" (255). Mann uses nostalgia -the engagement with (and re-presentation of) earlier cinematic and aesthetic forms -in a radical way, to investigate, challenge and critique the present (and its nostalgic relationship to earlier forms), rather than in a conservative manner, that is, as a benchmark of the better days of yore towards which society should aspire.
The action, furthermore, takes place in the interstitial spaces of the city: in underpasses beneath the intersection of freeways, in a dilapidated, disused drive-in movie theatre, at the dockyards, and so on. The film is set in the industrial gaps around tinseltown, behind the celluloid screen.
The opening image of the film situates it clearly within celluloid history, recalling Raoul Walsh's White Heat (1949) , 21 whilst at the same time immediately evoking a sense of American cultural mythology through its fetishization of the train, a symbol of the advent of modernity. A train emerges from the smoky-blue night, from behind a tangle of power-lines and cables, cruising towards the viewer. One reads, as it passes camera, that its destination is "Los Angeles" -an explicit signal by Mann of the geographic, but more significantly, aesthetic locus of the film-tocome. Mann's (frequently roving) camera becomes analogous to this train, "coaching" and precipitating the viewer's entry into cinematic Los Angeles. McCauley hops from the train and walks into a hospital to steal an ambulance for a heist. As he enters the hospital, Mann's camera, described by Geoff Andrew as "sinuously mobile" (145) ceases has been evacuated of value. Mann reorganizes these characters and their motivations along the lines of labor, and integrity in labor. They recognize each other in terms of designated (but morally meaningless) labor roles -law enforcer and law-breaker; the "robber" (in the genre aesthetic) must "take scores", and the "cop" must try to stop him, and this is one of the sources of Heat's ultimate melancholy.
In a Los Angeles devoid of the metaphysical, and even, to some extent, the physical -the physical as integral rather than vector -our heroes are left with movement and action, and little else. Their staunch work ethics are the products of the need for action and movement in a city that seems to reject stasis and domestic inertia. The film's heroes do their work because that is just what they do. There is no sense of an uplifting morality or righteousness to the enactment of justice in the film -there's no triumph on the part of Hanna, or sense of sinful greed on the part of McCauley -just each man's melancholy as they navigate (and mitigate) the effects of Los Angeles. Hanna is activated by his enjoyment of the hunt itself -the visceral thrill of the chase, the nuts and bolts of the work, rather than any outcome, and the focused pragmatism with which
McCauley's gang commits the opening heist is dazzling, recalling the intense focus of Frank at the beginning of Thief.
This kind of compulsion to work results in the disavowal of the domestic (and its optimistic realization in the American dream) for both men. The failure of Hanna's third marriage is evident in wife Justine's (Diane Venora) words to him after he has left a party to attend a crime scene, the cop-film cliché endowed with a poetic brilliance by Mann: There is an invigorating movement -a kind of electricity to this movement -but no end beyond the affirmation of the self as a moving being, as epitomized in Baudrillard's "lyrical nature of pure circulation," (27) an LA "in love with its limitless horizontality." (52) Mann's city, like the action hero, seems bereft of any higher existential or purposive framework. There is violence, but no regeneration. Our protagonists toil against (and within) an unforgiving cosmos, inevitably doomed. Optimistic resolution is impossible; our heroes continue to aspire towards some ideal of self-fulfillment -but these aspirations continue to be short-circuited by the workings of a cruel and unjust social and criminal order. Indeed, the "ordinary" characters in Thus, he never looks more despairing than in his final close-ups as he holds McCauley's hand, looking at the planes landing and taking off. He has caught his prey, and now he has nothing to do. The planes symbolize an action of escape, away from the neon-noir, sprawling, and labyrinthine city, towards which he can never move. He is driven by an impulse towards the restoration of order, but, as the film clearly maps out, the domestic for Hanna (and for this breed of hero) is a matter of perpetual disorder, and his fulfillment at catching his prey is a cannibalistic, self-negating experience. He has caught McCauley, and his stasis has never been more apparent.
Recalling Schopenhauer's metaphysics, 28 resolution for the American action hero seems to become simply a matter of the absence of physical pain. "The happiness of a given life,"
Schopenhauer writes, "is not to be measured according to the joys and pleasures it contains but according to the absence of the positive element, the absence of suffering." (43) The hero's world remains rift and rife with chaos, thereby lending he or she physical purpose and motivating the action around which the viewer's visceral thrill is based. The urban continues its trend towards a decay that enables the apotheosis of the hero as rugged individual battling a hostile order (tragedy's cruel gods), appropriating its tropes (and weapons) to facilitate this struggle.
Domestic and social restoration and regeneration are rendered impossible. There is violent action, but no regeneration -and, in this construction of the world, the absence of physical pain is perhaps all to which the hero can aspire -the contentment, resolution, and happiness of the subject becomes a matter of simply forgetting the perpetually painful condition of, in Schopenhauer's words, an "existence […] typified by unrest." (52) The American action hero's struggle in "action without regeneration" assumes a peculiar kind of resonance as we move towards what Charles A. Kupchan, amongst many others, has characterized as the age of the end of American power. 29 Perhaps, in a geopolitical world of multiple superpowers, American exceptionalism will be forced to measure value in negative rather than positive terms, through the absence of pain (destruction, war), rather than through territorial, economic, and material gain.
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